16    POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS CONDITION
He was a Jew of Jerusalem, of priestly family, born in
a.d. 37 or 38, the first year of Caligula's reign. According to
his own account he showed such startling precocity that he
was visited, at the age of fourteen, by the priests and " elders " of
the city, who came to ask him for explanations of certain points
of the law. When he had made the round of all the Palestinian
schools, learnt all that the Pharisees could teach him, imbibed
the doctrines of the Sadducees, and exhausted the mysteries of
the Essenes, he spent a further period of three years in the
desert under the direction of a hermit named Banos. Before
he was twenty he had accomplished this vast voyage of study
and experience, and could henceforth establish himself securely
in the safe harbour of Pharisaism. These unrestrained boastings
are interesting because of the light they throw on what a Jew
of that time, who wished to gain a reputation for piety and
sacred learning, regarded as the best sources of information and
religious experience.
In a.d. 64, when Josephus was twenty-six, he was sent to
Rome to plead for the liberation of two Pharisees who were
imprisoned there. A Jewish comedian named Alityros pre-
sented him to Poppsea, who was already well disposed towards
the Synagogue. Thanks to her intervention he was successful
in his mission, and received several handsome presents in
addition. It is probable that on leaving Italy he took with
him, if not any enduring devotion to Rome, at any rate a
strong impression of the might of Rome, and the conviction
that it would be madness for the Jews to challenge it. Hence,
when, soon after he had returned to his own country, the great
revolt of 66 broke out, he took part in it with no illusions as
to its outcome. But he did not on that account hold aloof
from it, and in this he showed himself a true Jew. His reason
told him that the adventure was foolish and doomed to disaster,
but his heart whispered : " Who knows ? It may be that
Jahweh will intervene ! " He was allotted the important and
honourable duty of defending Galilee, probably through the
favour of the High Priest, Joshua ben Gamala. He does not
seem to have thrown himself very ardently into his task; at
any rate he failed. Trapped in the fortress of Jotapata, he
surrendered on conditions which add no lustre to his reputation,
and his conqueror Vespasian gave him an immediate welcome
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